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The Master Builder he uses an individual example and
a dramatic picture to emphasize that it is equally im-
possible to recover one’s past : when a man of advanced
vears attempts to rival the achievements of his youth
he only works his own destruction. True, the attempt
may be marked by a certain beauty and greatness- -
Hilda thinks she hears “ harps in the air ™ as Solness
climbs—but the fall is inevitable, for the thing she has
incited him to undertake is reallv what Ibsen’s great
friend and rival Bjmstjerne Bjrnson called “bevond
human power”’.

The Master Builder is thus bound up in many ways
with Ibsen’s own life story, with a Norwegian mlieu,
and with the literary change of front which occurred
round about 18go. But in its fundamental aspects, its
idea, and its conception of mankind this drama is
universal and timeless, intelligible even in the most
different parts of the world inhabited by man.

Fraxcis BuL,,
Professor in literature
at the Unaversity of Oslo.

(cotp ot on g2 3 DY o))



3
presentation of a Norwegian young girl.  Ibsen had

made careful studies at home in Norway before he
created the character of Hilda.

The same holds true also of Solness’ relation to
Ragnar Brovik. Ouly a few months after his return
home, Ibsen began to feel that the vounger Norwegiain
authors did not regard him only as a great and awe-
inspiring world celebrity. Some of them were quite
openly antagonistic, declaring that he helonged to the
past and that social moralisers, problem debaters and
all the literary *‘ realism ”’ and ‘‘ naturalism ”’ of the
‘eighties could no longer be tolerated : the new era
demanded a different kind of psychology, which probed
the depths of the uncomnscious mind, revealing the
mysterious and obscure elements of the human soul.
Ibsen was not insensitive to this opposition, but it must
have occasioned him some quiet amusement to reflect
that he had actually realized part of his vounger
colleagues’ programme alrcady in The Lady from the Sea
In The Master Builder he coutinued along the same
path, in so far as he showed how Solness came to re-
cognize that there were dangerous demonic powers
within him, which at times could take complete posses-
sion of his conscious self.

The whole drama is, from one point of view, a
declaration of love addressed to vouth  Solness allows
himself to be bewitched by Hilda, and his behaviour
to Ragnar Brovik is dictated by a jealous fear that is
founded on admiration. But the play tells us also that
it is vain for a man who is aging to try to make hinself
young again. Henrik Ibsen’s drama often aims at siow-
ing that no one can escape from his past : it will alwavs
come hack to demand punishment or expiation. But in



2

however, to Ibsen to put his experience of life and his
confessions in the mouth of a master builder, for he was
well aware that the dramatic effect of what he wrote
was in no small measure due to the architectural
perfection of every play, to his power of building airy
castles on foundations embodying a combination of
constructive imagination, stage technique, and a pro-
found knowledge of human nature rivalled by few in
the world’s literature

Solness’ relation to his home and to his art becomes
dramatic the moment he is brought face to face with
vouth with the new generation of his rivals and successors
represented by Ragnar Brovik, and with the same
generation as it meets him in the shape of the girl Hilda.
captivating, inspiriting and terrifving in her ruthless
sincerity, her enthusiasm, and the uncompromising
demand that he shall fulfil his carly promise and live
up to all that is highest and best in him, to his own
vouth.

Henrik Ibsen had been strongly impressed by his
meeting with the new geuneration on his return to
Norway in 1891. In imagination he had already met
Hilda. As a half-grown gir! she had appeared in his
preceding drama, The Lady from the Sea ; but he knew
her better now, and in The Master Builder she is no
longer the lightly sketched subordinate character, but
the dominating force in the action. It is significant
that each Act closes with one of her speeches, and the
scene where she demands ‘“The kingdom on the table !”
is one of the climaxes of the play. Hijlda’s favourite
wor(l is *“ thrilling”, a word whjch may be applied to
herself, for her complex nature gives us constant surprises
in every scene and keeps us in a constant thrill of excite-
ment. She strikes Morwegians as being a living



INTRODUCTION

"THE MASTER BUILDER.

“ Bygmester Solness’ The Master Builder, which
appeared on December 12, 1892, was the first play
that Henrik Ibsen wrote after his return to Norway.
For twenty-seven years—from his thirty-sixth to his
sixty-third vear —he had lived abroad, and now when he
came home" the memories of his youth sprang to life,
but at the same time he felt that during his exile he
had become an old man. He had been so deeply en-
grossed in his literary production that he had suffered
life to pass him by. So The Master Builder became
a drama of the artistic egoism that kills the joy of lifc ;
of a man who is beginning to grow old and who looks
at vouth with a mixture of fear and adiniration.

The poetic drama Brand, composed iu 1865, the
vear after Ibsen tore himself away from his country, is
concerned with a man who sacrificed all he loved for an
idea, a call,—and who won the martvr’'s crown. The
Master Builder is a kind of answer to Brand, twenty-
seven vears later ; perhaps we should rather term it a
question: Was it right to have acted in that way, or 1s
it wrong of a man to renounce life’s happiness in order
to comply with the demands of an idea, a call? Henrik
Ibsen’s four last playvs, from The Master Buwilder to
When we Dead Awaken, may all be seen as personal.
dramatized confessions treating of this age-long conflict
between art and life, a call and human happiness, duty
and desire. In the first and the last of them we hear
it as an undertone expressing the dramatist’s wistful
longing for the happiness he missed because the call
won, with its imperative ““All or nothing. "’

When the title character in The Master Builder
<p. ks cf his art, much that is said is no less appropriatc
to preauthor’s than to the buiider’s art; it came natural,
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